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Nebraska Cooperative Extension G84-698-A (Revised July 1999)  
 
Selecting a Ground Cover 
This NebGuide describes how to evaluate a site for ground cover and the characteristics of the most 
common ground cover species grown in Nebraska. 
Anne Streich, Extension Horticulturist-Outreach Programs 
Donald H. Steinegger, Extension Horticulturist  
 
Ground covers are low-growing plants used in landscaping for mulching or covering the soil. They are 
typically low growing but may range in height from just inches to over 4 feet tall. Ground covers differ in 
color, texture and form and can be herbaceous, woody, succulent or grassy. Some have attractive flowers, 
while others are grown only for their foliage. 
Selecting the best species for a site is important to its success as a ground cover. When choosing a ground 
cover, consider sun and wind exposure, soil type and pH, and the function it will have in the landscape. 
Ground covers can provide a smooth transition from shrubs to turfgrass, soften edges of paths and visually tie 
buildings to the landscape. They are also useful in areas where turf is difficult to grow or maintain, especially 
under trees and on steep slopes. Although ground covers can adapt to many sites, they will not solve all 
maintenance problems and they do require some maintenance of their own. Matching site and plant 
requirements is the first step in achieving a low maintenance situation. 
For more information on preparing soil, planting and maintaining ground covers, request NebGuide G84-697, 
Ground Covers - Their Establishment and Maintenance, from your local Cooperative Extension office. 
Height, spread, flower color, leaf color, light requirements, and drought tolerance are important characteristics 
to know when choosing a ground cover. The site requirements and characteristics of several commonly grown 
ground covers in Nebraska are listed in Table I. 
Table I. Ground covers for Nebraska plantings. 
Common 















Drought tolerant; for 
rock gardens or 
borders on limited 
scale.
Barren Waldsteinia sun, shade 4-10" 12" deep, yellow Keep well watered, 
strawberry fragarioides shiny 
green
does not tolerate 













Survives on rugged 
conditions such as 
sand or gravel.



















white Dense mat of growth 
requiring regular 



























pink; tiny Excellent wildlife 
attractant; can be 










pink, tiny See Cotoneaster, 
cranberry comments.











Mow after flowering 
to maintain compact, 
even growth; mulch to
maintain uniform soil




Ajuga reptans shade, 
accepts full 
sun




















light blue Leaves are prone to 
fertilizer damage.







6" 12" green pale lilac Creeping rhizomes 
should not be covered
by soil.
Crown vetch Coronilla varia sun, 
tolerates 
shade




Used for rough, large 
areas, erosion control
drought resistant, can
be invasive; mow in 
spring.




























Must be planted in 
cool sites.











White Ideal for northern 
exposures where 
evergreen desired. 
Relatively pest free; 



























12-24" 36" green white to 
yellow; 
fragrant
Twining vine covers 
quickly, can be used 
on slopes, may be too
aggressive for small 




















































Strong grower, may b
invasive; brilliant 

















Annual pruning and 
fertilizing before 























Turns purple in winte
 











yellowish Flowers are used in 
dried arrangements.













Divide every 3-4 



























Useful under trees and
shrubs; fertilize 
annually to maintain 
vigor; foliage fades by
late summer, early 
fall.






















drought to maintain 
growth.


































not showy Tolerates poor 
growing conditions; 
leaf variegation may 




Sedum sps. full sun 3-12" 12-
18"
varies red, yellow Wide variation in 
form; can withstand 

























3-6" 12" rich 
green
yellow Mow after flowering 
to promote 
compactness.









pink, rose Cut back after first 
flowering evergreen 













































































best grown on sites 






















Fragaria vesca sun; shade; 
moist soil
6-9" 12" dark 
green
white Ornamental berries fo
wildlife food; regular 
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Achillea sps. full sun; 
dry, sandy 
soil



















not showy Drought tolerant, best






shade 12" 18" medium 
green
yellow Good for sloped areas
